THE AGE OF MACHINERY
be absorbed into the higher ranks of the industrial hierarchy.
Furthermore the state at first assumed the function of
guaranteeing 'a convenient proportion of wages.9 It denied
the right of working men to determine the conditions of their
labour, yet it did not disclaim some responsibility for safe-
guarding the welfare of the masses.
In the later seventeenth century the obstacles which had
hindered the evolution of trade unionism were rapidly dis-
appearing. The prospects of attaining mastership had con-
siderably diminished for all except those who were born to
inherit or achieve leadership.  Simultaneously under the
influence of a full-fledged economic individualism fostered
by the development of capitalism, there was a change of
public policy. The state began to adopt a different attitude
towards industrial problems and allowed the protective code
of an earlier epoch to fall into disuse. Capital and labour
were now left free in a large measure to pursue the paths
marked out by their destinies. The workers were constrained
to rely upon their own resources, and shoulder responsibilities
which had hitherto been the province of the state. The
beginnings of trade unionism must therefore be traced to
the growing  importance  of capitalism,   which not only
narrowed the avenues to economic independence but was
also emancipated from the shackles of an external authority
in all relations with labour. It is at any rate significant that
the Revolution of 1688, which brought to a final close the
era of benevolent autocracy, should have been followed
within a few years by an outburst of trade union activity;
and this sudden eruption occurred in those industries where
capitalist influences were strongest, and where a permanent
body of wage-earners imbued with the consciousness of class
interests was most firmly entrenched. The conclusion seems
inevitable that we must associate the origin of trade unionism
in England not with the introduction of machinery and the
expansion of the factory system but with the movement
successfully engineered by capitalism in the eighteenth century
towards laissez-faire.
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